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ABSTRACT 
Should cesspits be excavated and recorded in detail?   In the UK, cesspits often 
are considered ‘mundane’ and frequently overlooked during excavation or only 
half-heartedly recorded.  This paper explores the biography of cesspits – their 
construction, use, re-use and closure/ abandonment, as well as their 
archaeological investigation and interpretation.  What does a cesspit look like?  
How might we better recognise cesspits archaeologically?  By exploring modern 
NGO guidance and high-quality archaeological studies of cesspits and latrines, we 
can begin to understand something of the common biography of these features.   
Comparison between the approach to the excavation/ recording of cesspits in the 
USA to that of the UK also may inform our collective approach to these features at 
any archaeological site.   Perhaps our own assumptions and approaches to the 
archaeological interpretation of these features may be hindering our understanding 
of their significance as important records of status and societal behaviour?  This 
paper will conclude by exploring the interpretation of cesspits from two different 
chronological periods in the UK, outlining entirely different approaches to quite 
similar data. 
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Thou shalt have a place also outside the camp whither thou shalt go 
forth abroad.  And thou shalt have a paddle upon thy weapon; and it 
shall be, when thou wilt ease thyself abroad, thou shalt dig therewith, 
and shalt turn back and cover that which cometh from thee. 
 
Deuteronomy 23:10-13. The Holy Bible, King James Version: 1611 Edition 
 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Deep circular shafts and sub-rectangular pits, both lined and unlined, are a 
common feature on Medieval and Early Post-Medieval archaeological sites in the 
UK (Sabine 1934; Greig 1982; Jervis 2014; Van Oosten 2016, Jeffries 2006, 
Cessford 2017). This paper suggests there is a tendency, particularly on developer 
funded sites, to not excavate and record such features at all, or only in limited detail 
(Jefferies 2006; Cessford 2017). These features often are interpreted as wells or 
pits that were used for the disposal of domestic rubbish when their active life 
stopped and any fills within them, therefore, have limited interpretational value. 
This paper will take a ‘life history’ or ‘object biography’ approach to latrines and 
other features that may contain cess, in order to explore these issues and hopefully 
result in a widening in approach and an increase in the extent and detail that they 
are recorded.  
Discussing the ‘life history’ or ‘biographies’ of both objects and archaeological 
features is an idea that has gained some currency in recent years (e.g. LaMotta 
and Shiffer 1971, Bradley and Edmonds 1983; Kopytoff 1986; Tringham 1994; 
Holtorff 1998, 2002; Gosden and Marshal 1999; Immonen 2002; Evans 2003; 
Berggren 2012; Chapman 2012; Fontijn 2012; Garrow 2012; Edmonds 2012; 
Jervis 2014); though its overall applicability has be questioned (e.g. Joy 2009; 
Burström 2014). Central to this concept is the idea that an object’s role and use 
may change or be ‘recycled’ throughout its life, from production and use, through 
to disposal (E.g. LaMotte and Shiffer 1971; Tringham 1994). It also explores how 
the social context and the role of these objects as ‘social actors’ changes with time 
and the alteration of the object (e.g. Kopytoff 1986, Gosden and Marshal 1999, Joy 
2009, Edmonds 2012 and Burström 2014).‘Object biography’ therefore allows a 
deeper, richer (‘thicker’) and multifaceted understanding of an archaeological 
object (Burström 2014) and identification of the complex histories of a particular 
object (Mytum 2004; Burström 2014). The life history discussed here is not the 
‘short’ history of La Motta and Shiffer (1971), which emphasises the object’s life 
before burial, but a ‘long history’ that also considers how objects are excavated, 
recorded and interpreted (Holtorff 2002; Edmonds 2012).  
One issue for this paper is that ‘mundane’ objects such as ‘cesspits’ seem to lack 
any form of obvious social entanglement and, therefore, lend themselves more to 
the ‘bio’ rather than ‘graphy’ of this approach (Edmonds 2012; Burström 2014). 
However, when we look at the modern sociology, history and archaeology of these 
features this can shed light on their deeper social role and context. 
Throughout the paper the term ‘cesspit’ is used to collectively denote any pit or 
feature from archaeological sites and other descriptors; such as, cat holes, 
straddle trenches, sub-rectangular pits, latrines and privies, have very distinct 
meanings that will be specifically defined below.  
Table 1 presents the results of a survey of the nature of a range of ‘cesspits’ which 
were in included in a survey of UK cesspits (Smith 2012) where further 
archaeological details and implications are discussed. Figure 1 shows the location 
of these sites. 
 
LIFE STAGE 1: FORM AND CONSTRUCTION 
Figure 2 depicts the construction of the four main forms of ‘cesspits’ that are likely 
to be encountered on archaeological sites. These have been taken from the 
archaeological record, US Army guidelines for ‘field sanitation’ (US Army 1945, 
2005, 2007) and a range of guidance notes issued by Non-Governmental aid 
Organisations (e.g. Water Policy International 2001; Department of Water Affairs 
SA 2002; Jenkins 2005; Grassrootswiki 2010; World Health Organisation 2010).   
 
Cat Holes  
The simplest form of cesspit is the ‘cat hole’. This is a pit approximately 30 cm 
deep and 50 cm wide, which is used for open defecation over a short time scale 
(e.g. Nakagiri et al. 2016) and then covered over with packed earth (US Army 1945, 
2005, 2007). In practice, such a small scale, short-lived pit would be difficult to 
identify archaeologically. 
 
The Straddle Trench  
The US Army uses ‘straddle trenches’ when they are on short term bivouacs lasting 
around one week. These consist of open trenches which are 0.6 m wide by 1.2 m 
long and around 1 m – 1.5 m deep. They are short term square cut features that 
are more prone to collapse that round ones, but are easier to dig and, importantly, 
empty (US Army 2010; WHO 2010). Similar defecation trenches are common in 
new refugee camps, where there is an urgent need for a fast and simple way to 
dispose of faecal material (e.g. WHO 2010; Solidarities 2017).  
 
Many similar sized ‘sub-rectangular pits’, lined or unlined, are excavated from 
Medieval and Early Modern urban sites in the UK. For example, those from 12th 
to 14th century AD St. John’s Street, Coventry (Colls and Mitchell 2012), the 
London Charterhouse (Barber and Thomas 2002) and the Poultry Site, London 
(Burch et al. 2011) (see Table 1). These features all contained a range of biological 
remains that indicated the presence of cess, stabling and kitchen waste (Smith 
2012).  Jørgensen (2006) indicates that similar latrine structures, with removable 
wooden walls, were common in alleyways in Late Medieval Bergen, Norway. 
Straddle pit latrines also have been excavated in detail at the site of the St. 
Johnson’s American Civil War prisoner camp (Bush 2000). 
 
Latrines  
A latrine consists of a dedicated seat and shaft which leads to a pit or pool. Modern 
guidelines give very specific advice on location and form (e.g. US Army 1945, 
2005, 2010; DWAFSA 2002; WHO 2010):  latrines should be constructed at least 
100 metres from any food preparation area and down wind and slope from 
habitation and water sources. Testing of ground groundwater quality has shown 
that it declines within 10 – 20 metres of a latrine (Graham and Polizzotto 2013). 
Interestingly, most medieval by-laws dictate that latrines must be at least 2 – 10 
feet from adjoining properties, presumably for similar reasons (i.e. Jørgensen 
2006). The pit itself should be 30 - 60 cm in diameter for a single seat and 30 cm 
- 120 cm for a double seat, greater widths are discouraged since they are prone to 
collapse (Tilley et al. 2008; US Army 2010; WHO 2010). The shaft should be at 
least 2-3 meters in depth to allow urine and ‘grey water’ to leach out of the bottom 
of the pit. The bases of latrine shafts should also be at least 2m above the water 
table to prevent standing water building up in the bottom of the pit (WHO 2010).  
 
Round shafts are recognised to be stronger than square- or rectangular-shaped 
shafts, particularly in areas where ground conditions are loose or unstable (US 
Army 2010; WHO 2010).  Where ground conditions are less stable, or the pit is 
very deep, the shaft should be lined with planking, bricking, supports or concrete 
rings to prevent collapse (US Army (2010; WHO 2010). This material needs to be 
permeable in order to allow water to leach out, which prevents latrines from 
overflowing or stagnating.   
 
Modern latrines are traditionally covered by a wooden or brick outhouse. This is 
not just for privacy, it keeps ground and rainwater out of the pit, preventing overflow 
and fouling (Nakagiri et al. 2015, 2016). Such ‘houses of easement’ also should 
be impervious to light or have a close-fitting lid since most flies are phototrophic 
(light favouring) and are not attracted to permanently dark areas (Nakagiri et al. 
2015, 2016). 
 
A range of round deep shafts, often reinforced by stone, wickerwork or barrel 
linings, are common at a number of medieval archaeological sites (Hall et al. 1988; 
Addyman 1989; Hall and Hunter-Man 2002). An archaeological example of a 
barrel-lined shaft from Finzel’s Reach, Bristol is illustrated in Figure 3. Some lined 
pits were quite complex and needed skilled construction, for example the ‘bottle’ 
shaped brick pits from the Netherlands (Van Oosten 2016). 
 
Privies and Garderobes  
Privies consist of a straight drop over the edge of a building, usually into open 
water (hence the continental proverb for something dead obvious:  ‘it hangs like a 
privy over a ditch’). Garderobes are enclosed, internal ‘rooms’ that ‘drop’ via a shaft 
or chute into an internal stone-lined 1-2-metre-deep pit, which is capable of being 
emptied. Examples of excavated privies or garderobes occur at Winchester 
Palace, London; St. John’s Street, Coventry; Corpus Christi College, Oxford; 
Tenement 237 in the French Quarter, Southampton and at Westgate, Wakefield 
(see Table 1). All of these stone lined pits contained elements of the ‘cesspit 
indicator package’ which was outlined in Smith (2012).  Examples of similar 
features also can be found in medieval York, England (Addyman 1989), Bergan, 
Norway (Jørgensen 2006) and towns in the Netherlands (Van Oosten 2016). 
 
 
LIFE STAGE 2: USE AND MAINTENANCE OF LATRINE PITS 
 
Potential Lifespan 
An assumption often made is that latrine pits have short lives and do not warrant 
complex or time-consuming construction. However, latrine pits can have a 
prodigious capacity and a very long life, especially if maintained well. The US Army 
suggests that the average company unit (roughly 200 persons) will produce only 
30cm of ‘fill’ a week. NGOs suggest that a single person produces ‘solids’ at a rate 
of 40-60 litres per year (90 litres if ‘dry cleansing materials’ are included in this 
figure – Tilley et al. 2008; Grassrootswiki 2010; WHO 2010, Nakagiri et al. 2016) 
which compacts by 50% – 80% after deposition (Nakagiri et al. 2016). The World 
Health Organisation (2010) indicates that a 1 metre wide and 2-3-metre-deep pit 
will serve a family of 6 for 5 years.  Deep, well-maintained and ‘composting’ latrine 
pits could last as long as 20 years (Water Policy International 2001; Tilley et al. 
2008; Grassrootswiki 2010; Nakagiri et al. 2016). This could effectively turn the 
construction of a latrine pit into a generational ‘event’ that would warrant 
considerable investment, labour and even celebration. On the other hand, the life 
of a cess pit could be extended by periodic emptying. In 17th Century Breda, The 
Netherlands, it is estimated that the pits were cleared every 4.5 years on average 
(Hupperetz 2010).  
 
Prolonging the life of the pit and encouraging ‘self-sanitation’ by addition of 
organic matter  
Maintaining a latrine pit simply involves controlling what goes down the pit and 
avoiding a number of sanitary risks. Ground water contamination can be avoided 
by ensuring that only urine enters, with washing and cooking water poured 
elsewhere. The bottom of new latrine pits should be lined with a mat of hay or straw 
which retains urine in the pit until it can break down (Practical Action 2006; WHO 
2010).  Notably, the lowest level of the Worcester barrel latrine contained ‘yellowish 
crusty material with grassy matter’ (Greig 1981). Modern guidelines suggest that 
periodic addition of vegetation, cooking waste, ash and soil can be beneficial 
throughout the life of a pit. This absorbs liquids, raises the pH of the pit, and 
encourages the breakdown of faecal material by adding a source of carbon to a 
nitrogen-rich environment. This biological breakdown should raise the temperature 
of the pit to above 500C, which effectively makes it self-sterilising and prevents the 
proliferation of diseases (i.e. cholera, dysentery, typhoid, internal parasites, etc…) 
(Del Porto and Steinfield 1999; Jenkens 2005; Practical Action 2006; Morgan 
2007; WHO 2010). This also has the advantage of reducing the volume of material 
present, which prolongs the life of the latrine pit (Del Porto and Steinfield 1999; 
Water Policy International 2001; Jenkens 2005; Morgan 2007; Tilley et al. 2008; 
WHO 2010).  
 Preventing fly (Diptera) infestations 
Flies and maggots can represent a serious problem if they occur in latrine pits, 
since they are efficient vectors for disease (K.G.V. Smith 1973, 1989).  Infestations 
of cess pits can be avoided by: 
 having a tight-fitting lid or outhouse (Nakagiri et al. 2016). 
 stopping the development of breeding conditions by adding carbon-rich 
organic matter such as dry vegetation and kitchen waste (Tilley et al. 2008; 
Grassrootswiki 2010, Nakagiri et al. 2016).  
 adding ash and dry soil to the pit to bury the problem and to alter the 
environment in the pit stopping future fly infestation. Ash may also directly 
kill insects by absorbing the lipid from the waxy surface of the exoskeletons, 
which may lead to dehydration (Hakbijl and De Groot 1997; 
Panagiotakopulu 2000). 
 adding a spoonful of ‘lime’ (CaOH, Ca(OH)2 or CaCO3) after each 
defecation also is recommended for similar reasons. Large scale 
infestations can be treated by adding larger volumes of lime (Practical 
Action 2006; Morgan 2007). However, the US Army does not regard ‘liming’ 
as particularly effective, preferring to ‘burn the pit out’ (US Army 2010 – 
there is a rather intriguing guidance note that aviation fuel should not be 
used because of the danger of explosion). 
 
Some of the better recorded and preserved archaeological ‘cesspit’ fills may have 
formed in a similar way. Several contain alternating deposits of cess, vegetation, 
hay and ash leading to a layered or ‘structured’ nature (e.g.  the Worcester ‘barrel’ 
(Greig 1981), the latrine at Winchester Palace (Seeley, Phillpotts and Samuel 
2007) and the ‘cesspits’ at Melbourne Street, Southampton (Jervis 2014). Liming 
has certainly been recorded from straddle trenches and latrines in the US where 
its periodic use led to ‘lime layering’ (Carnes-McNaughton and Harper 2006). 
There is circumstantial evidence for the addition of lime from the 
archaeoentomological evidence. Many archaeological latrine pits contain fly 
puparia that have been preserved by mineral replacement. These are sometimes 
encased in a white powdery material that potentially could be lime (see Caruthers 
and Smith 2020 in press). Additionally, at Freeschool Lane, Leicester (Smith 
2009a), Causeway Lane, Leicester (Skidmore 1999) and the French Quarter, 
Southampton (Smith 2009b) the fly puparia were all killed at the same 
developmental stage often with the ‘shadow’ of the developing adult fly contained 
in the puparia. Skidmore (1999) has suggested the occurrence of a ‘sudden kill off 
events’ like this could be linked to the intentional liming of these features.  
However, analysis of mineralised fly puparia has shown that some are preserved 
by calcium phosphate replacement rather than calcium carbonate and, therefore, 
could not result from liming alone (McCobb et al. 2004; Caruthers and Smith 2020 
in press. Calcium phosphate replacement also occurs in mildly acidic latrine pits 
which contain abundant organic matter, bones and shells (McCobb et al. 2004). 
Rebecca Nicholson (pers. comm. – Oxford Archaeology) also has suggested that 
mineralisation seems to go hand in hand with the recovery of substantial numbers 
of fish bone and oyster shell from these latrine pit features.  
  
2.4 Emptying of latrine pits  
Latrine pits can be periodically emptied, with their contents usually removed for 
use as ‘night soil’ within fields or gardens. In the Netherlands, latrine pits were 
expected to be emptied at the expense of the landlord, rather than the tenant, and 
the cost of emptying a latrine pit was equivalent to two to three months’ rent (Van 
Oosten (2016). In the UK the role of ‘dong farmers’ or ‘rakers’ who collected cess 
and emptied cesspits was a recognised, organised and profitable trade. Labourers 
who cleared latrines in the Medieval and Post-Medieval periods were paid up to 
four times the average worker’s salary (Sabine 1934; Keene 1982; Signe Morrison 
2008; Van Oosten 2016). 
 
 
LIFE STAGE 3. CLOSING AND ABANDONMENT OF SUB-RECTANGULAR 
LATRINE PITS 
The closing of latrine pits, either to allow the material in them to breakdown to 
compost or to end the pit’s use, also requires planning. The US Army (2010) and 
several NGOs recommend that latrine pits should be sealed once the ordure 
reaches within 30 cm of the top of the shaft. The fill should be sealed with several 
8cm thick layers of compacted earth or clay to prevent access or egress of flies. 
The nature of sealing deposits for latrine pits is not often explored in the 
archaeological record since many of these features often are severely truncated. 
But these have been recorded for several intact latrine pit features at the St. 
Johnston’s prisoner of war camp and the pits from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
USA, for example, which all were sealed with clay (Bush 2000; Wheeler 2000). 
 
Where the pit has been fully emptied or is only partially filled, settlement debris and 
other waste can be added to ‘level out’. This clearly seems to have been the case 
at 18th century Spitalfields in London, 19th century Lambeth and the post-1750 
deposits from the Grand Arcade, Cambridge in the UK and 17th century Breda, the 
Netherlands.  Here the upper fills of many pits contained a range of unbroken 
household items which seem to represent a single large dump deposit or 
‘clearance group’ (Jefferies 2006; Cessford 2017; Hupperetz 2010). How to 
disentangle such deposits from any cess-rich fills will be discussed below. 
 
 
LIFE STAGE 4: ‘CESSPIT’ EXCAVATION AND RECORDING: AN 
INCONSTANT APPROACH 
Craig Cessford (2017), Nigel Jefferies (2006) and Dave Evans (2010) have 
suggested that post 1750 deposits, including latrine pits, from urban towns in the 
UK are generally ignored by archaeologists. Cessford (2017) argues that this 
results from the priority given to earlier and ‘more exciting’ Roman or Saxon 
deposits on large multi-period sites. This is especially true where excavation is 
short and limited, in terms of time, funding and area.  There is a tendency to 
suggest that the role and function of features, particularly shaft latrines and pits, is 
‘mundane’ and fully ‘’understood’, especially when they are from historic periods 
and their use is well-documented (Cessford 2017). Smith (2012 –Table 1) 
presented a survey of 49 Medieval ‘cesspit’ features from 11 UK archaeological 
sites and found that the quality of the archaeological work at these sites varied 
greatly. Detailed context level description was limited to St. John’s Street, Coventry 
(Colls and Mitchell 2012) and Winchester Palace, Southwark (Seeley, Phillpotts 
and Samuel 2007). Other sites usually were limited to feature level recording and 
discussion or even vaguer (‘five cesspits were found in the northern sector of the 
site’). The error in this approach is demonstrated by the wealth of information and 
interpretation shown in Cessford’s (2017) work on the interpretation of large pottery 
assemblages in post 1750 AD Cambridge and Jeffries (2006) ability to link 
changing patterns of archaeological deposition in Lambeth to the local history of 
sanitary improvement. 
 
This lack of interest in ‘cesspits’ is not seen in the archaeology of the USA.  Here, 
it is common to concentrate on the excavation of 18th-19th century ‘privy’ deposits. 
They are considered to be the features which produce the widest range of 
preserved material culture on site. In the US it is common to use ‘privy’ contents 
to examine patterns of changing food supply, consumer behaviour, waste disposal 
and social stratification. Often these interpretations are related to detailed historical 
or settlement studies (for example Bush 2006, Carnes-Norton and Harper 2006, 
Crain 2006, McCarthy and Ward 2006, Peña and Denmon 2006, Stottman 2006, 
Wheeler 2006). To be fair these US sites often have a shorter period of 
archaeological deposition that those in the UK and there is not the perceived need 
to ‘hack out’ such features to get down to earlier (and ‘more exciting’) archaeology. 
 
 
LIFE STAGE 5: ENVIRONMENTAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF 
‘CESSPITS’  
The issues discussed above that have led to limited excavation of ‘cesspits’ also 
seem to affect the sampling and analysis of any environmental remains from these 
features. Over the last 25 years the author has been told, many times, that ‘late’ 
deposits and ‘cesspits’ in the UK do not warrant investigation since ‘it is only a 
cesspit and we do not have the money in the budget for that’. Smith’s (2012) 
comparative study (see also Table 1 here) demonstrated that the range and quality 
of the environmental archaeology undertaken from these features was also highly 
variable. Often, several techniques (pollen, parasite ova, fish bone etc.) are 
overlooked. In contrast to this rather lackadaisical approach, Smith (2012) 
demonstrated that a consistent use of a ‘indicator package’ for cess which employs 
the full range of environmental and archaeological evidence can lead to a detailed 
understanding of the depositional history, use and nature of these features.  
 
 
LIFE STAGE 6: INTERPRETING THE DEPOSITIONAL HISTORY OF 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL ‘CESSPITS’  
 
Are ‘sub-rectangular pits’ more than just ‘rubbish disposal’?  
Many ‘sub-rectangular pits’ (see Table 1) contain animal, plant remains and 
associated material culture that indicate the presence of considerable amounts of 
human cess, food waste and other domestic rubbish. Obviously, the fills of such 
pits can have a primary function for rubbish disposal, and indeed after 1750 AD 
this may have been there main purpose (Jeffries 2006; Cessford 2017). The fill of 
these pits also can represent the unlawful, but convenient, disposal of household 
matter and kitchen waste into existing pits (an ancient form of fly tipping – Evans 
2010). At Edgbaston and Park Street, Birmingham and at Finzel’s Reach and 
Redcliff Street in Bristol, tanning pits were re-used for exactly this purpose (Patrick 
and Ratki 2009; Jones 2010; Smith 2010). Certainly, given the number of civil 
complaints concerning illegal dumping of household wastes in Medieval London 
and other towns, such activity must have been common (Sabine 1937; Jørgensen 
2006).  
 
Jørgensen (2006), Evans (2010) and Ciecieznski (2013) have suggested that 
these pits also could have acted as temporary storage for the accumulation of 
‘night soil’, before being sold on to farmers as fertilizer (i.e. Sabine 1934; 
Jørgensen 2006; Signe Morrison 2008). Certainly, this profitable industry would 
have needed infrastructure to support it. Greig (1982) has suggested that most 
sewage and waste from Medieval towns probably ended up being disposed of in 
this way rather than by burial on site. 
 
When is a well not a well? – When it is a latrine! 
On several Medieval sites, deep barrel-lined shafts have been interpreted as wells 
rather than latrines (e.g. Addyman 1989). The author also had this view expressed 
to him during a number of site visits over the years. It is a very common 
interpretation for this kind of feature that occurs on context and feature report 
forms. The assumption seems to be that such a complex construction method 
would not be warranted for such a short-lived, ‘mundane’ feature as a latrine; 
whereas, the more ‘valuable’ well would require such effort/ expense.  
 
There are historic records that clearly demonstrate these barrel-lined features are 
not just ‘wells’.  Sabine (1934), Evans (2010) and Ciecieznski (2013) both relate a 
report from The Calendars and Letters books of the City of London from August 
1278 which clearly demonstrates that barrel construction was used for both wells 
and latrine pits  
  
‘…the said Stephen de Harewes had caused to be made within the 
courtyard of his house, for the purpose of a privy (cloacam), of a 
depth of five casks, in which new wine had been kept ….’ 
Sharpe 1900: 277.  
 
The use of barrel lining as an alternative to constructing brick-lined latrine pits is 
also mentioned in town by-laws for Leiden and Haarlem in the Netherlands during 
the 16th century (Van Oosten 2016).  
 
Lastly, and perhaps most tellingly, many of the fills from the ‘cesspits’ in Table 1 
contain a range of insects and plants that are particularly associated with cess in 
the archaeological record (i.e. Osborne 1983; Smith 2012) rather than the range 
of taxa that are normally recovered from open wells (e.g. Coope and Osborne 
1968; Buckland 1980; Kenward 1978; Hall et al. 1980; Simpson 2001). In 
particular, this also is the case with the basal samples from these features. Evan’s 
(2010) survey also suggests that the environmental evidence recovered from many 
such features indicates that the primary fill was cess.  
 
The contents of ‘cesspits’:  primary deposition? or reuse/ dumping? 
During the preparation of this paper several readers have raised the issue of 
whether the fills of shaft features are primary (i.e. material incorporated during their 
use) or result from secondary dumping (i.e. deposition once the feature fell out of 
use). If the latter scenario was the case, the archaeological contents of the features 
might not match their original use. We have already discussed above how the 
environmental evidence from many deep, circular shafts demonstrates that their 
primary use predominantly was the disposal of cess.  
However, the separation of primary and secondary fills remains difficult for many 
archaeological deposits, such as, for example, sub-rectangular pits. One solution 
is to consider the nature of the finds recovered. At several sites in the US, the 
primary fills of latrines (the cess) was looser in texture and contained mostly small 
items and remnants of everyday life. The secondary fills (final dump deposits) 
contained larger items which were comprised of sets of associated material (e.g. 
a whole dinner services) (Bush 2000, McCarthy and Ward 2006, Wheeler 2000).  
Jefferies (2002) and Cessford (2017) have similar sets of material from the 
secondary fills of early modern pits in London and Cambridge in the UK and 
Hupperetz (2010) from Breda, the Netherlands. These also were interpreted as 
single episodes of ‘dumping’ or ‘clearance’ deposition. Unfortunately, if we are to 
sort out the nature of deposition in these features it requires context level 
recording, along with a multiproxy approach to the material culture and 
environmental archaeology (as urged by Jefferies 2000, Evans (2010) and 
Cessford 2017). 
 
 
LIFE STAGE 7: ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION AND THE SOCIAL 
LIFE OF ‘CESSPITS’ 
It was suggested above that ‘cesspits’ do not really lend themselves to social 
interpretation, interpretive or experiential archaeologies. As ‘mundane’ features, 
we usually find ourselves thinking more of the ‘bio’ rather than the ‘graphy’ (see 
Edmonds 2012) and tend not to consider social interpretation or how we, as 
modern archaeologists, consider these futures. However, there are reasons to 
think that these features may not be as inconsequential as we like to think. 
Certainly, a number of studies from the US clearly show that the structure and 
contents of latrine fills can be used to construct detailed interpretation which can 
cover use, consumer histories, and changing patterns of social stratification (e.g. 
Craine 2006; McCarthy and Ward 2006; Peña and Denmon 2006; Stottman 2006) 
 
 
Social norms and the use of latrines 
A range of anthropological and sociological evidence suggests that the disposal of 
faecal material is laden with cultural symbolism and meaning. Sabine (1937) and 
Douglas (1966) irrefutably established that faecal material, and its disposal, can 
be central to ideas of taboo and ritual. Recently, a series of studies have explained 
why public health projects in Sub-Saharan Africa and South East Asia fail to 
encourage the adoption of latrine pits over open defecation. Social and ideological 
concerns such as caste (social status), separation of the sexes, the need to 
cleanse ‘moral pollution’, purity laws and issues of decreased social contact are 
often more important factors in any decision on how to deal with human excrement 
than hygiene alone (Sara and Graham 2015; Routray et al. 2015). Conversely, one 
of the most successful campaigns in rural Benin deliberately identified latrines as 
material expressions of status, wealth, family love and ‘modernity’ (Jenkins and 
Curtis 2005). It would seem, therefore, that the decision to make and use a latrine 
may be as socially embedded and dependant on social norms as any other activity.  
Perhaps  we should think about what these ‘norms’ could be? and how they might 
be marked in the archaeological record?  One added consideration that really 
warrants further investigation is whether Roman and Medieval cess pits are a rural, 
as well as an urban, phenomenon.  
 
 
Assumptions about the archaeological ‘value’ of deep shafts from different 
periods  
In addition to the tendency to ‘hack down’ to the ‘real’ archaeology, another 
unconscious bias may be at play which prevents detailed excavation of Medieval 
and early modern shaft/ sub-rectangular pit deposits. They universally are 
perceived as resulting from practical (for which read ‘boring’) day-to-day activities; 
whereas, prehistoric, and to some extent Roman, deposits often are seen to result 
from ‘structured’, ‘special’ and ‘interesting’ behaviour.  An example of this issue is 
given below when the interpretation of the shaft pits from Roman Dorchester 
(Woodward and Woodward 2004) are contrasted with those from Early Modern 
Winchester Palace London (Seeley et al. 2007).  
There are many indications for the occurrence of a multitude of small scale, often 
highly domestic, ritual behaviours in Medieval and Early Modern UK (e.g. finds of 
mummified cats, shoes and ‘builders marks’ in buildings). There also is 
considerable historical evidence indicating a strong social, ‘scatological’ and 
symbolic interest in waste and faecal material during the Medieval and Post-
Medieval periods (e.g. Signe Morrison 2008). This could all be expressed through 
‘ritual behaviour’ and via medium of material culture particularly when ‘cesspits’ 
are created, used and sealed.  
 
Reconstructing the social role of deep shafts: an example of some 
interpretative pitfalls  
An example of how similar features can be viewed differently between two periods 
may be instructive. In a detailed and persuasive re-examination of a series of 
Roman square shafts from Greyhound Yard, Dorchester (Durnovaria) Woodward 
and Woodward (2004) suggest that these represent mundus town foundation 
deposits into which the offerings of the ‘first fruits’ were cast. This interpretation is 
based on the assumption that that the contents and the fills of the shafts result 
from ‘structured deposition’. ‘Structured deposition’ is a useful and established 
concept in archaeology (i.e. Richards and Thomas 1984; Hill 1995; Thomas 1990, 
2012; Garrow 2012), which holds that the repeated ‘patterning’ of archaeological 
deposits is not accidental, or the result of repetitive mundane activity, but 
represents an ‘everyday’, low-scale, form of ritual deposition (Hill 1995; Garrow 
2012).   
 
It may be informative to contrast the ‘structured deposition’ interpretation seen at 
Dorchester to that from an essentially similar set of archaeological fills and material 
culture from a square(ish) shaft, but from 16th century Winchester Palace, London 
(Seeley et al. 2007). In this case the deposit was interpreted as a privy fill, 
containing additional settlement waste. Table 2 presents a detailed comparison of 
the archaeological and environmental remains recovered between Roman 
Greyhound Yard, Dorchester and Medieval Winchester Palace, London.  Notably, 
at Dorchester Woodward and Woodward (2004) believe these remains indicate 
structured deposition; whereas, at Winchester Palace, Seeley and colleagues 
(2007), did not consider the deposit to be ‘structured’ at all. 
 
Why this discrepancy in the two sets of interpretation? It must be down to the 
difference in the approach to the archaeology of the two periods discussed above 
and the Woodwards’ commendable willingness to open up their study to a wider 
interpretative framework.  
 
It has been stated several times in this article that if we are to gain a more rounded 
interpretation of latrines and other ‘cesspits’, we must excavate and record them 
in detail and examine the full range of physical and biological evidence available. 
Unfortunately, for the Woodwards, their 2004 paper did not really consider the 
information from the environmental archaeological studies recovered from these 
features that was published in their earlier site excavation monograph (Woodward 
et al. 1993). Here, there is clear evidence for the presence of cess in these shafts. 
For example the mineralised coprolites (Allen 1993), mineralised plant remains 
which are ‘mostly common food plants as might be expected in a cess-pit’ (Jones 
and Straker 1989, 1993: 349) and the presence of a range of domestic animal and 
fish bone, which can be interpreted as food waste (Maltby 1990, 1993; Hamilton-
Dyer 1993). Regardless of any ritual role these shafts may have had, this biological 
evidence irrefutably suggests they also were used to dispose of cess and table 
waste at some point. 
 
Another problem for the Dorchester Shafts is that the proponents of ‘structured 
deposition’ rightly urge that any association of material in the features of interest 
must be ‘beyond the normal’ for the rest of the site (e.g. Hill 1995; Garrow 2010). 
At Greyhound Yard, Dorchester, many other features are interpreted by the 
excavators as ‘utilitarian’, but they also contain the same range of archaeological 
material as were seen in the ‘ritual deposition’ shaft (Smith and Davies 1993; 
Maltby 1990, 1993; Jones and Straker 1989, 1993; Rogers 1993, Woodward et al. 
1993). 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
How we choose to consider and interpret any deep circular shaft or sub-
rectangular feature from archaeological site is complex. This paper argues that 
there is more to ‘cesspits’ than the mere disposal of faecal material? Their 
construction, use, longevity, structure and archaeological interpretation can be 
quite diverse. Assumption bedevils the archaeology and interpretation of such 
features; for example, barrel-lined or timber-lined latrines may have been 
misidentified as ‘wells’ in past UK excavations.  These features therefore warrant 
proper excavation, rather than onsite ‘avoidance’ (regardless of what their ultimate 
function(s) may have been) since not doing so risks loss of vital information and 
ultimately interpretation. 
One solution to any such oversight is to correctly identify and understand the lives 
of cesspits/ latrines through intensively recording and sampling these features 
during excavation. A combined multi-proxy analysis of the material culture and the 
biological remains preserved in such features can lead to detailed understanding 
of waste disposal, diet and status in settlements.   A more biographical approach 
incorporating detailed excavation and recording clearly has great potential, as 
seen in the examples of the US approach (see discussion in Life Stage 4) to these 
features.   Reference to the existing body of modern and historical evidence on the 
construction of these features also can improve recognition of cesspits/ latrines in 
the archaeological record.  The chronological period of excavation should not 
override the possibility that a deposit is a cesspit/ latrine or, indeed, something of 
a more specific nature (e.g. the different interpretations of similar data from Roman 
Greyhound Yard, Dorchester vs. medieval Winchester Palace, London).The full 
suite of finds (artefactual and biological) should drive interpretation as much as the 
nature of the feature itself (see also Smith 2012).   Finally, we need to reconsider 
why more recent (e.g. Post-Medieval to 19th century) features often go ignored, 
simply just because they are ‘more recent’ and from historically well-recorded 
periods?   
The question for all of us, in future, is whether we can afford to assume we already 
fully understand these features, regardless of their date?   This present paper and 
a previous survey (Smith 2012) of UK cesspits should, at the very least, outline the 
benefits of the better recording of archaeological and environmental evidence from 
these features. 
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Figure 1: Location of the sites discussed in Table 1 
 
  
Figure 2: Possible types of cesspits recovered from the archaeological record 
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Figure 3: A barrel latrine from Finzel’s Reach, Bristol 
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Table 1:  Summary of the archaeology of the ‘cesspits’ for the sites discussed (references for the individual sites are given in Smith 2012) 
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 St. John's Street, 
Coventry 
Freeschool Lane, 
Leicester 
Bull Wharf,  
London* 
Charterhouse, London Poultry, London Winchester 
Palace, London 
Bray's,  
Lincoln 
Corpus  Christi, 
Oxford 
French Quarter, 
Southampton 
Westgate, 
Wakefield * 
Worcester Barrel 
Date (AD) 1200-1550+ 1300-1500 1050-1300 12-1370, 1400-1538 1100-1300 1100-1200, 1400-
1500 
1000 - 1200  1500-1700 1066-1500 1450+ 1450+ 
Nature of 
structure 
Sequence of latrine 
pits associated with 
building range. D is 
stone lined. 
Two stone lined 
latrines 
number of ‘well’ -
like latrines 
Earth cut rectangular pits in 
Charterhouse yard. 
Earth cut rectangular 
pits, some with wicker 
lining. 
Stone lined 
Garderobe 
between east and 
south ranges. 
series of cess 
pits 
cellar fill and 
stone lined cess 
pit. 
sub-rectangular pits 
from all periods. One 
timber-lined shaft. 
One limestone-lined 
garderobe.  
Stone-lined 
latrine or 
‘privy’ pit in 
building range 
Barrel-lined cesspit at 
base of long shaft 
Fills D and E show 
distinct layering. 
fills are, to some 
extent, layered 
no information 
available 
Mineralised concretions 
with straw. Pit 37.124 
sealed by compressed 
vegetable matter. 
Sandy organic fills 
with charcoal and ash 
Dark brown organic 
silts interleaved 
with layers of white 
lime and ash. Bird 
and fish bone. 
Mineralised fly 
puparia and seeds. 
no information 
available 
One is fill of 
cellar which is 
cess the second 
is from a stone-
lined cesspit 
Range of organic silts 
containing domestic 
waste. Some 
indications for liming 
and mineralised 
concretions.  
distinct layers 
of deposit 
Layer 4 (basal) is full 
of ash. Layer 3 yellow 
grassy material. Layer 
2 cohesive mass with 
plant material, cloth 
and animal bone. 
Layer 1 soft black 
material.  
Material 
culture 
Button, wire, leather 
and millstone 
working waste. 
Whole pottery 
beakers, vessels, 
pewter plates, 
spoons (pit D) 
whole shoes (pit E) 
and pewter spoons.  
Slates, textiles, burnt 
bone and metal 
working waste 
no information 
available 
Residual pottery, shoes, 
textiles. moss pollsters.  
Fragmented pottery, 
whole vessels, bone 
and metal working 
waste. Bone skates. 
Whole pots. Urinals 
and quality glass 
goblets. Gold finger 
ring with pear 
shaped ruby  
no information 
available 
no information 
available 
Fragmented pottery, 
oyster and shellfish. 
Bone  and settlement 
waste in most pits. 
Garderobe contains 
scissor snuffers, clay 
pipes and tokens. 
no information 
available 
fragments of cloth 
Plant** Pits E and D 
dominated by 
cereal bran and fruit 
seeds. 
Dominated by fruit 
stones, a few charred 
cereals and some 
grass seeds 
no information 
available 
Dominated by small seeded 
fruits and cereal bran 
Fruit stones and pits 
and hazelnut shell. 
Cereal bran and 
fragmented 
corncockle seeds 
Small seeded fruits, 
herbs and weeds. 
Cereal bran.  
no information 
available 
Small-seeded 
fruits. Limited 
cereal bran.  
Small-seeded fruits, 
hazelnuts. 
no information 
available 
Small seeded fruits. 
Some spices and 
flavourings. Weeds of 
cultivated land. 
Bone Partial dog skeleton 
in D 
Burnt bone from 
domesticated species. 
Eels, perch, cyprinids, 
herring, haddock, 
small ray, flatfish – 
including plaice 
 no information 
available 
Oyster shell. Sheep, pig, 
cattle, chicken. Cod and 
gurnard ray, eel (including 
Conger eel), herring, carp, 
cod. Wood pigeon. 
Small numbers of 
larger domesticates, 
smaller game species, 
egg shells, herring/ 
sprat, eel and 
Gadidae.  
Small numbers 
sheep, cattle, pig 
and poultry. Smelt, 
sprat, eel. Two 
whole cats.  
no information 
available 
many small fish 
and animal 
bones 
Small numbers of 
domesticates in pits. 
Herring, eel, sprats, 
pilchards, whiting, 
rays, cod.  
Garderobe contains 
large assemblage of 
table waste. 
no information 
available 
Chicken and eel bone.  
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Insects** Dominated by a 
range of 
waterlogged fly 
puparia associated 
with faecal material 
(Thoracochaeta 
zosterae (Hal.), 
Telomerina flavipes 
(Meigen) and the 
‘drain fly’ Scatopse 
notata L.)   and 
beetles associated 
with a range of 
settlement and food 
wastes (Cercyon, 
Xylodromus 
concinnus (Marsh.), 
Cryptophagus, ‘the 
wood worm’ 
Anobium punctatum 
L. and the ‘granary 
weevil’ Sitophilus 
granarius L.). 
Dominated by a range 
of calcified fly puparia 
(Thoracochaeta 
zosterae and the 
‘latrine fly’ Fannia 
scalaris (Fab.)) 
associated with faecal 
in the archaeological 
record. 
Dominated by 
waterlogged fly 
puparia of 
Thoracochaeta 
zosterae which 
is associated 
with faecal 
material. Beetles 
associated with 
a range of 
settlement and 
food wastes 
(Omalium, 
Quedius, 
Cryptophagus, 
Lathridius 
minutus L., 
Aglenus 
brunneus (Gyll.), 
Mycetea hirta 
(Marsh.), 
Anobium 
punctatum, the 
‘spider beetles’ 
Ptinus fur (L.) 
and Tipnus 
unicolor (L.). 
Dominated by a range of 
waterlogged fly puparia 
associated with faecal 
material.  (Thoracochaeta 
zosterae, the ‘rat tailed 
maggot’ Eristalis tenax and 
Telomerina flavipes) and 
beetles associated with a 
range of food and 
settlement wastes 
(Omalium, Coprophilus 
striatus (F.), Oxytelus 
sculptus (Grav.), 
Philonthus, Cryptophagus, 
L. minutus, M. Hirta, T. 
unicolor and the ‘saw 
toothed grain beetle’ 
Oryzaephilus surinamensis 
(L.)) 
Dominated by the 
waterlogged fly 
puparia of 
Thoracochaeta 
Zosterae, which is 
associated with faecal 
material, and a range 
of beetles associated 
with settlement and 
food waste (Omalium, 
Quedius, 
Cryptophagus, L. 
minutus. Aglenus 
bruneus, Ptinus fur, 
Tipnus unicolor). 
Dominated by the 
waterlogged  fly 
puparia often 
associated with 
faecal material 
(Thoracochaeta 
zosterae, 
Telomerina 
flavipes, the ‘house 
fly’ Musca 
domestica L.) and a 
range of beetles 
associated with 
settlement and food 
wastes (Hister 
striola (Sahlb.), 
Omalium, 
Philonthus, ‘the 
death watch beetle’ 
– Xestobium 
rufovillosum (Geer), 
Tipnus unicolor, 
Ptinus fur). 
Dominated by 
the waterlogged  
fly puparia often 
associated with 
faecal material 
(Sepsis, 
Thoracochaeta 
zosterae). 
Beetles 
associated with 
settlement and 
food wastes 
(Oxytelus, 
Philonthus, 
Aphodius, 
Anobium 
punctatum). 
Dominated by 
the water logged 
remains of T. 
zosterae along 
with F. Scalaris 
and Calliphora. 
Beetles are 
associated with 
settlement and 
food wastes (C. 
striatus, 
Philonthus, M. 
Hirta, T. unicolor, 
Aphodius) 
Dominated by the 
calcified remains of a 
range of flies 
associated with faecal 
material (T. zosterae, 
T. flavipes, Drosophila 
and F. Scalaris, S. 
notatus, Psychoda). 
Beetles associated 
with settlement and 
food waste (O. 
surinamensis, L. 
minutus, X. 
Rufovillosum, P. fur, 
S. granarius). 
Dominated by 
the 
waterlogged 
remains of 
flies 
associated 
with faecal 
material (S. 
notata, T. 
zosterae, 
Muscina 
stabulans 
(Fall.). Beetles 
from a range 
of settlement 
and food 
waste 
(Quedius, 
Cryptophagus
, L. minutus, 
T. unicolor, P. 
fur). 
Flies not recorded. 
Beetles from a range 
of settlement and food 
wastes (Cercyon,  X. 
concinus, Philontus, 
O. surinamensis, 
Cryptophagus, L. 
minutus, M. Hirta, A. 
punctatum,T. unicolor, 
Bruchus ‘pea weevils’. 
S. granarius. 
Parasite 
ova 
not investigated not investigated  no information 
available 
Trichuris and ?Ascaris in 
two pits 
not investigated not investigated no information 
available 
not investigated Trichuris recovered in 
numbers from two of 
the cess pits  
no information 
available 
Ascaris and Trichuris 
ova in large numbers 
pollen not investigated  not investigated no information 
available 
not investigated not investigated not investigated no information 
available 
not investigated  not investigated no information 
available 
mainly grass and 
cereal pollen 
* information from these sites is often ‘buried’ in a variety of unpublished site archives and is difficult to obtain. As a result some site/ find information is incomplete or absent. 
** the details of the insect faunas and the plant floras are discussed in detail in (Smith 2012), with the insects presented here, only the ten most prevalent taxa in the rank of occurrence are outlined. . 
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Table 2:  The comparison of the archaeology and its interpretation between the Early Roman shaft deposits at Dorchester and the Late medieval garderobe 
at Winchester Palace.  
 
‘Structured element’ discussed Contents of the shafts from Early Roman 
Dorchester (Woodward and Woodward 
2004)  
Suggested interpretation for Early Roman 
Dorchester 
Contents of the 15th to 16th C. garderobe at Winchester 
Palace and their suggested interpretation (Seeley et al. 
2007: 65, 86-97) 
Complete or semi-complete pottery               Black Burnished Ware    Samian 
2750                  3                                3 
4161                  9                                4 
2310                  9                                0 
 
 
Often are of high status and are linked to Roman ritual in 
other contexts (e.g. Fulford 2001) 
A range of 15th to 16th century pottery and glass vessels 
often complete and of high quality. May represent urinals, 
accidental loss or are unwanted ‘out of fashion’ items 
(similar arguments have been made for the material in the 
garderobes at Middelburg-in-Flanders and St. John’s Street 
Coventry (De Clercq et al. 2007; Colls and Mitchel 2012)  
Whole or nearly complete 
skeletons of a range of animals 
                 Dog      Sheep    Horse   pig     cat 
2750         0            0            0         0         0 
4161         7j./4a     1            1j        1         1a 
2310         10j/2a    2 j/4a     0         0         0             
significant symbolic role in Roman iconography and 
ritual life. Recovered from a range of temple and cult 
sites (e.g. Green 1992) 
The inclusion of 2 whole cat skeletons. Presumed to be 
unwanted pets or, as Rielly (2006: 142) puts it ‘[this] either 
says something about deposition practices or points to the 
inability of London cats to avoid these traps to the unwary’. 
The presence of Associated Bone 
Groups (ABGs) (associated limb 
bones) 
                  Sheep    Horse     pig      cat   
2750          3             0           0           0 
4161          1             0           0           0 
2310          2             0           1juv       0 
 
joints of lamb or mutton which may represent ‘food gifts’ 
(e.g. Green 1992) 
 
A limited number of ABGs were recovered and are thought 
to represent the articulated bones from ‘joints’ that enter the 
record from table waste. 
The deposition of skeletons of a 
variety of birds 
              Jackdaw    Raven  Crow 
2750       0                 0         0                             
4161       2                 1         0 
2310       1                 1         2 
very particular symbolic meanings and are often 
associated with temples and shrines 
Not present at Winchester Palace. However domestic and 
wild birds are common in medieval cess/ rubbish pit deposits 
where they are thought to represent food waste (e.g. 30 
gulls in a pit at St. Mary’s Spital, London – Pipe 1997).  
Human remains a human skull  associated with Romano-British ritual (e.g. Esmonde 
Cleary 2000). 
 
No human remains at Winchester Palace but there are 
cases where latrines, wells and cesspits contain human 
remains thought to be the victims of murder/ and or 
domestic abuse (Hamerow 2006; Keene 1982; Sabine 1934, 
1937).  
Inclusion of high status personal 
items 
               Dress items   counters     coins 
2750       11                   0                 6                                                  
4161       13                   0                 6 
2310       1                     7                 0 
individual ritual and ‘gift deposition’. A number of high status items, a gold ring with a pear-
shaped ruby. High quality Italian glasses and goblets were 
recovered. These are presumed to have been lost into the 
garderobe pit. 
Presence of layered ‘dark and 
white’ deposits 
A clear succession of dark, find-rich deposits 
interleaved with layers of chalk and/or 
limestone slabs. 
 
representing sealing or closing deposits associated with 
the ceremonies 
A clear layering of dark organic material interspersed with 
white or lighter coloured layers, representing the disposal of 
cess and kitchen waste interleaved with layers of ‘liming’ or 
‘levelling’ deposits.  
 
